
WELFARE REFORM COMMITTEE 
 

YOUR SAY – LONG-TERM CONDITIONS 
 

WRITTEN SUBMISSION RECEIVED FROM AUDREY BARNETT 

I worked for the DWP from 1992 until 2007 when it had become impossible for me to 

continue, my health had become too bad and I had to take long term sick leave.  

Early in 2008 I was given medical retirement.  I claimed Incapacity Benefit from when 

I went down to half pay in December 2007. In November 2012 I received forms to 

change from Incapacity Benefit to Employment Support Allowance.  Filling in the 

forms was quite difficult,  I know how much I struggled with the forms even with my 

working background, and it must be even more horrendous for people with little 

experience of the benefit system.  The forms are only suitable for illnesses which are 

straight forward and consistent.  They are not designed to deal with fluctuating 

conditions such as Multiple Sclerosis (M.S) or Systemic Lupus Erythematosus 

(S.L.E.) both of which I suffer from.  They took me a long time to fill in, especially as I 

had details of 12 health conditions to put in.  It caused me a lot of stress trying to 

answer all the questions and I felt it was very hard for me to give a full picture of 

what it’s like to live with my health problems due to the nature of the questions.  They 

concentrate on certain areas but not all health conditions fit into their ‘boxes’.   One 

symptom that is caused by both MS and SLE is fatigue, this is also a common 

symptom in many auto-immune diseases, yet it is not taken into account anywhere in 

the claim.  It is extremely disabling, you just can’t keep going when it hits you; trying 

just makes you more ill and the fatigue gets even worse.  Filling in the forms was 

exhausting as well as stressful, it is also very upsetting having to think about how 

badly I am affected by my health conditions, I try to be a positive person and having 

to focus on the negative was awful.  I suffer from anxiety and completing this form 

made it worse.  I also suffer from Benign Paroxysmal Positional Vertigo (BPPV) and 

this is brought on when I look down; completing this form made the dizziness come 

on and took quite some time to pass.  I did the form over a month to try to avoid this 

but I had so much writing to do that it was still enough to set it off.  As a result I 

couldn’t do much for a few weeks, my husband and mum had to do even more for 

me, I couldn’t go out and certainly couldn’t drive.  It is common knowledge that most 

people get put into the WRAG group for ESA and this knowledge made filling in the 

forms even more stressful; I had a fair idea that it was going to be the start of a lot of 

stress.    My ESA forms contained details of all my medical conditions and my 8 

different Doctors and Nurses.  I explained about having to give up my job with the 

DWP and that I was awarded medical retirement.   I also enclosed a letter from my 

GP stating that I have both MS and SLE and that both are progressive, 

unpredictable, ongoing and incurable illnesses which I will never get better from.  

She stated that ongoing symptoms of fatigue, anxiety, muscular aches and 

weakness are symptoms that make it extremely difficult for a person to have any sort 

of regular employment.  She invited the DWP/ATOS to contact her if they required 

any further information – they did not do this, in fact they did not contact any of my 



medical professionals.   In time I received my decision letter from the DWP telling me 

I had been put in the WRAG group.  Enclosed with the letter was a leaflet ‘what to do 

if you think your Job seekers Allowance decision is wrong’!   I couldn’t believe or 

understand it, how could I be classed as not fit for work now but be expected to be fit 

within a year, it made no sense given the nature of my illnesses.  Receiving this 

letter brought on a full blown anxiety attack, something I hadn’t had for some time 

and they are horrid.  I wasn’t fit to do anything about it that day but next day I phoned 

the DWP for an explanation, I eventually got through to them and was told somebody 

would phone me back either that afternoon or the next morning – they didn’t.  I 

phoned back a few days later and the same thing happened again.  A few days later 

while I was at the MS Therapy Centre for treatments, somebody from the DWP 

phoned 3 times, the 3rd message she left was very stroppy saying that I had asked 

for them to phone me back that day but hadn’t bothered to wait in!!  I phoned them 

again and managed to talk to somebody who said they would send me out an 

explanation of their decision.  All they sent was a single page telling me I had been 

placed in the WRAG group!  I arranged to go and see the CAB, the lady was 

horrified at how I had been treated and she took on my case.  She suggested we put 

in for a reconsideration which I agreed to and she took it from there.  I cried with 

relief to have her help me, she was very reassuring and made me much calmer.  

She contacted my MS nurse and got her to write a letter which she included in the 

reconsideration.  I was called into the jobcentre for a work focused interview but 

when I went in and explained my situation to the advisor, he said he would postpone 

any action until the result of my reconsideration came through. I waited and waited to 

hear from the DWP to see if the decision had been changed – I never did receive a 

notification letter.  In May I sent the DWP details of the rate of my occupational 

pension for this year and when they wrote to me to tell me what my ESA rate would 

be with this adjustment I noticed on the letter the words ‘because you are in the 

support group....’  I was so relieved to read this but also frustrated that I had spent so 

long worrying when my mind could have been put at ease sooner. 

I had worked for as long as I possibly could.  I was permanently exhausted and had 

no life outside work.  I was very depressed and cried a lot.  I kept working for longer 

than I should have but I didn’t want to be defeated.  Being made to feel like a 

scrounger by having to virtually beg for benefits from a system I had paid into for 

many years is horrid.  I certainly never chose to have health problems but the way 

ATOS & the DWP deal with people now you have to justify being ill.  I fully 

understand that benefit tests have to be done but if you get to the stage where a 

chronic, progressive illness has caused you to have to give up your career then 

common sense should come into it and you should be put into the Support Group 

and left alone.  Stress has a detrimental effect on conditions such as MS so why put 

people, who are never going to get better, through regular re-assessments. 

Things for disabled people are only going to get worse when we are changed from 

DLA to PIP.  A very high number of people are going to find themselves on less 



money than at present and with the government estimating that 1 in 6 will lose their 

motability cars people are extremely worried.  Many of the people who lose their cars 

will become housebound leading to higher rates of depression and sadly more 

suicides.  Other people will have their money reduced preventing them from having 

treatments they depend on and getting help they require.  It will also affect their 

entitlement to some other benefits and things like bus passes, blue badges etc. 

 


